Prospective evaluation of an ED observation unit protocol for trauma activation patients.
The University of Utah emergency department (ED) observation unit (EDOU) cares for over 2500 patients each year, with a significant portion of these patients being trauma activation patients. We evaluated the safety and efficacy of our EDOU trauma protocol and described patient characteristics and outcomes of trauma patients managed in an EDOU. We performed a prospective observational study of all trauma patients admitted to the EDOU over a 1-year period. Patient disposition, interventions, and adverse events during observation were recorded. Thirty-day follow-up was performed by telephone and chart review to evaluate for missed injuries, repeat hospitalizations, or repeat traumatic events. A total of 259 trauma patients were admitted to the EDOU during the study period and were contacted at least 30 days after discharge. There were no deaths, intubations, or other adverse events. At 30-day follow-up, there was 1 missed injury, which did not result in an adverse outcome. Ten patients were reevaluated in the ED or required hospitalization for events occurring after their initial EDOU stay but related to their initial trauma evaluation. The inpatient admission rate from the EDOU was 10.4%, and 3.1% of patients reported another traumatic event during the 30-day follow-up period. There were no adverse outcomes in trauma patients admitted to the EDOU, and our inpatient admission rate was within the generally accepted admission rate for patients in observation status. The EDOU appears to be a safe alternative to inpatient admission for the evaluation of minimally injured trauma activation patients.